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Pressures are mounting by multilateral organizations, foreign governments, and domestic
organizations to push Latin American states to do more to protect the environment and adopt
sustainable-development policies. Despite growing awareness throughout the region about the
need to reconcile pro-market reforms and investment promotion with measures to protect and
sustain natural resources, environmental deterioration in Latin America remains alarming. In early
September, for example, the Brazilian Ministry of the Environment released updated statistics
on the destruction of the Amazon during the 1990s, which showed that deforestation has actually
increased sharply since the 1992 Earth Summit.
The summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, was the largest environmental conference ever, with 118 nations
attending. During the conference, Brazil enjoyed a public-relations windfall, which helped create
an international image that Brazil had managed to gain control over deforestation since, by 1991,
the rate of forest destruction in the Amazon had dropped. Nevertheless, the updated data on the
Amazon show that deforestation actually rose 34% between 1991 and 1994, with fires and logging
consuming a combined area of rain forest equivalent to the size of Denmark during that five-year
period. Analysis of the data for 1995, which has not yet been released, is expected to show an even
greater increase in deforestation, since the number and location of fires detected last year showed
many raging in virgin rain forest.
As a result, the new statistics appear to support assertions by environmental groups that the dropoff in deforestation in 1991 was caused more by an economic downturn than by any significant
government action to reduce the destruction. "I think in the mind of many people, the burning of
the Amazon rain forest had a beginning, a middle, and an end," Stephen Schwartzman, a senior
scientist at the Environmental Defense Fund, told The New York Times. The new data, he said,
contradicts that impression. "The burning of the Amazon is not over. It's getting worse." Also in
early September, experts from the German Technical-Cooperation Society (GTZ), a government
development organization, released a new study on soil erosion in Latin American countries, titled
"Planning for Soil Use."
The study affirms that soil erosion in most Latin American countries has accelerated substantially
because market reforms in the region have led to sudden changes in crop cultivation and the
adoption of new farming techniques that intensify production. "In almost every country in Latin
America, soil erosion has reached extremely concerning, if not dramatic, proportions," said Helmut
Eger, co-author of the GTZ study. According to Eger, Argentina provides a stark example of the
extent of soil erosion, since about 60% of that country's arable land has been severely affected.
In the Argentine pampas, for instance which include some 10 million hectares and are considered
some of the richest and most productive soils in the world ranchers and farmers have widely
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reduced crop rotations, while planting fields with new products and accelerating the process of
mechanization. As a result, soil productivity has dropped substantially, largely because of an
enormous loss of organic materials in the soil. That, in turn, has led to a severe drop in the biological
quality of the land. One of the consequences is that hardened soil in the pampas has made it much
more difficult to irrigate farms.
Ongoing environmental destruction throughout the region is leading to much greater domestic and
foreign pressures on governments to enact and enforce laws that protect natural resources. In fact,
the rapid opening of Latin American markets to foreign investment is raising the consciousness
of local civic and political organizations regarding the need to improve environmental standards
in all business ventures. Indeed, many foreign firms have deliberately begun to explore economic
opportunities in Latin America to escape from cumbersome environmental regulations in the
industrialized countries, thus generating local pressure to bring Latin American laws closer to
developed-world standards.
US mining firms provide a prime example, since companies are increasing their exploration and
exploitation activities significantly in Latin American nations, particularly in Peru and Chile.
According to Christopher Herald, president of Crown Resources Corporation a Denver-based gold
exploration company that firm is now spending 80% of its exploration budget in Argentina and Peru,
marking an about-face from the past, when Crown resources operated entirely in the US. "Until
about three years ago, 100% of our exploration dollars were spent in the US, and then we got caught
in unbelievable permitting delays," said Herald, whose company had to wait five and one-half years
for government permission to start production at a gold mine in Washington state. "We are almost
scared to find another gold deposit in the US."
In contrast, exploration licenses that can require up to five years in the US often only take one
month to obtain in Latin America, according to research by Eul-Soo Pang, professor of international
economics at the Colorado School of Mines in Golden. Pang, who was recently interviewed by The
New York Times, says that Latin America is now attracting more than half the exploration dollars of
US mining companies. That, in turn, has created huge social conflicts with grassroots organizations
in many countries, often by communities directly affected by mining and other operations (see
NotiCen , 05/30/96 and 07/18/96).
In Ecuador, bitter conflicts have exploded with Indian groups in the Amazonian jungle regions of
the northeast, where oil companies have caused extensive environmental damage and displaced
Indian communities (see Chronicle of Latin American Economic Affairs, 04/28/94). In fact, the
conflicts in Ecuador and other Amazonian countries inspired the Forests, Trees, and RuralCommunities Program (FTPP), run by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), to carry
out a special study of environmental conflicts in Andean countries. "The petroleum boom of the
1970s in the Ecuadoran Amazon detonated many bitter, prolonged conflicts with Indian villages
and other rural communities that continue today," said Pablo Ortiz, co-author of the study. The
Ecuadoran conflicts, however, are just the tip of the iceberg, since similar disputes are growing in
many parts of the Amazon and in other regions of Latin America. "Environmental conflicts will
represent one of the guiding principles of the political agenda for the 21st century," said Ortiz.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55480
ISSN: 1060-4189

While such domestic pressures are important, it is the combination of local and foreign efforts to
influence government policy that may have the most impact on the design of new Latin American
environmental standards. "As economies improve and countries strive for foreign investment,
environmental standards and their enforcement are elevated both within and external to the host
government," said Bruce Cowen, president of the US-based environmental services provider TRC
Companies, in an interview with the Mexico City newspaper The News. Indeed, reflecting a growing
regional awareness of the need to address environmental affairs, at the last meeting of Western
Hemisphere Trade Ministers in Colombia in March, the participants agreed to form a working
group to integrate environmental issues into the effort to forge a Free Trade Area of the Americas.
The recommendations will probably be made known in December, when Bolivia will host the first
regional summit on the environment and sustainable development (see Chronicle, 03/28/96, and
NotiSur, 08/16/96). Moreover, the environmental agenda may, ironically, be pushed much more
aggressively in the future by some influential foreign corporations and governments because Latin
America and the Caribbean represent a highly underdeveloped yet potentially very lucrative market
for environmental products and services. The sale of environmental goods and services in the region
climbed to US$7 billion last year, and in the next five years it is expected to grow to twice that level,
according to Environmental Business International, a San Diego-based consulting firm also cited by
The News (see NotiCen, 10/10/96).
The market for pollution-reducing equipment alone is expected to reach more than US$3.4 billion
in the top six economies this year, a 12.7% increase over last year, according to US Department of
Commerce data compiled by Latin Trade. Imports are expected to grow by 17.1% to US$2.2 billion.
Brazil currently provides the leading environmental market in the region, accounting for more than
US$2.4 billion per year. Mexico, as well, represents a huge market, with sales of environmental
technology reaching US$1.5 billion in 1995. As a result, lobbying for stricter government regulations
and greater financing for environmental projects is growing.
"For many of our companies, it's critical that they go to overseas markets...that's where the growth
lies for US companies, in Latin America in particular," said Anne Alonzo, deputy secretary for
environmental-technology exports at the US Commerce Department. "I know the importance of
government in terms of paving the way. We can't sell in a vacuum to these countries, so we need to
help strengthen their regulations." Added Bruce Cowen of TRC Companies, "Firms that don't enact
environmental measures are doing themselves a disservice. In reality, pollution is waste, as well
as an artificial consumer of vital capital." [Sources: New York Times, 06/20/96, 07/19/96, 08/13/96,
09/12/96; Inter Press Service, 08/11/96, 09/01/96, 09/08/96, 09/15/96; The News (Mexico), 09/23/96;
Agence France-Presse, 05/18/96, 09/12/96, 10/10/96]
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